


* 


li 


ii 





HUD 


^tfENT o 



GOP Suspects Politics 
In HUD Urban Rallies 


By Guy Gugliotta 

Washington Post S taff Writer 

Housing and Urban Develop- 
ment Secretary Henry Cisneros is 
trying to keep the Republican Con- 
gress from slashing the HUD 
budget by billions of dollars, but 
some GOP lawmakers say he 
might be fighting dirty. 

At a hearing today. Rep. Rick 
Lazio (R-N.Y.), chairman of the 
House Banking subcommittee on 
housing and community opportuni- 
ty, will have a chance to ask Cisne- 
ros about HUD-sponsored rallies 
he says were designed “mainly” to 
trash GOP leaders and “whip up 
opposition” to the budget cuts. 

“I am concerned there has been 
a series of ethical improprieties 
and possibly violations of the law 
concerning the use of federal 
funds,” Lazio said in a letter to the 
General Accounting Office yester- 
day. Lazio asked the GAO to in- 
vestigate the rallies and issue a re- 
port by May 1. 

Lazio’s inquiry speaks to a rela- 
tively simple rule: You can’t use 
government funds for purely parti- 
san or political purposes. The diffi- 
culty arises when someone tries to 
determine if the line has been 


crossed. At first glance, the HUD 
affair appears to have landed right 
in the middle of a giant gray area. 

It is no secret that the Clinton 
administration and Cisneros hate 
Congress’s plan to cut anywhere 
from $15 billion to 17 billion from 
already appropriated funds, with 
at least $5 billion of it coming out 
of HUD programs. 

Cisneros branded the House’s 
budget package “callous and short- 
sighted” when a House Appropria- 
tions subcommittee approved it in 
February, and has made similar 
comments again and again since 
then in Congress, at HUD and in 
public. 

At the same time, Cisneros and 
the rest of HUD’s top officials are 
trying hard to sell an ambitious ad- 
ministration plan to restructure 
HUD. This is the stated reason for 
a series of “Standing Up For Com- 
munities” rallies that HUD has 
held in Detroit, Atlanta and New 
York. Another is scheduled for Los 
Angeles. 

HUD bills these rallies as “infor- 
mational,” in which the agency 
rents a hall, invites a bunch of ad- 
vocacy groups, local officials and 
housing providers, and talks about 
HUD reinvention. 


Lazio suspects these rallies are 
partisan lobbying efforts designed 
simply to cast doubt on the GOP’s 
congressional leadership and at- 
tack the spending cuts. For this, 
HUD spent $9,922.30 to hire 1 
meeting halls and to provide air- 
fare for HUD officials. 

So, were the rallies political or 
informational? 

“I would suspect . . . both,” said 
Manuel Mirabal, president of the 
National Puerto Rican Coalition j 
and a speaker at the March 30 
New York rally. Advocacy groups, 
he said, “dealt more in the area of 
who to blame— the GOP ‘Contract 
with America,’ the conservative 
agenda.” 

Mirabal said HUD officials’ re- 
marks, however, were “not direct- 
ed at the politics,” but at “the 
cause and effect.” The officials 
talked about each cut “in an almost 
clinical way,” Mirabal said, de- 
scribing “how certain people would 
be deprived of suitable housing.” 

Cisneros in particular, he said, 
was “very careful” in how he 
phrased his remarks. The GOP 
suspects he wasn’t careful enough, 
and House sources say Lazio has 
asked HUD to provide a videotape 
of the New York rally. 

Besides questions of impropri- 
ety, the controversy has highlight- 
ed the difficult public relations 
trick HUD is trying to perform. 
Congress could probably be in- 
duced to favor HUD restructuring 
and to work with Cisneros and the 
administration to make it happen. 

Congress would, however, prob- 
ably be much more kindly disposed 
if Cisneros stopped beating them 

up over the budget cuts. This 

seems to be the minimum mes- 
sage that Lazio wants to send: Be 
nice, or expect trouble. 
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Rep. Rick Lazio, 
right, will have a 
chance at a 
House hearing to 
ask HUD 
Secretary Henry 
Cisneros, left, 
whether his 
agency’s 
community rallies 
were designed to 
trash GOP 
leaders. 







